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Introduction.

American Indians are often the forgotten minority when discussing American politics. This may be due to their concentration in remote reservations, their lack of participation in the political process, their concentration in a few states, or a variety of other reasons. Whatever the cause, scholars, politicians, and government bureaucrats often ignore American Indians as a group when discussing minority political behavior
.  While it is true that American Indians have, as a group, been less involved in the national political milieu than any other minority group, that does not imply that the group can or should be overlooked.


This lack of involvement, combined with the relatively small numbers of American Indians in most states, has also made it easier to ignore them.  While American Indians only make up 0.8% of the total population of the United States, the are concentrated in a few states, giving them the potential to exert real political power  In fact, American Indians make up more than five percent of the population in seven states: Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, Montana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and South Dakota. It is this concentration of potential voting power that makes American Indians a political force that must be considered.  


Emboldened by the new potential economic power of casino gambling, the American Indian population of the United States is becoming increasingly politically active.  While their representation in government continues to be limited primarily to local and state offices, this new level of activity has opened many doors for American Indians in the political realm.  

History of American Indian Voting and Representation

Tribal History and Voting Rights.

To understand the American Indian voting patterns and how they are represented in elected offices, one must first understand the historical complexities and the unique “nation to nation” relationships between the tribes and the federal government.  From a historical perspective, the arrival and subsequent colonization of the New World spelled doom for the traditional ways of American Indians. Unlike the perceptions of most non-Indians, most American Indian tribes were village dwelling, agrarian societies with political authority, laws, and spiritual beliefs. Their cultures were very imbued with nature and the environment. It has been estimated that anywhere from 1 million to 4 million American Indians inhabited the continent.  American Indians views of life, earth, individuality, and community all merged in their approach to land ownership. This issue is at the heart of all confrontations, violent and legal, between the tribes and federal government. 

The official United States government policy for American Indians has been assimilation and acculturation. Acculturation and assimilation both focus on subsuming American Indian culture into the dominant European paradigm, and was greatly opposed by a majority of American Indians. Evidence shows that the federal government wanted to totally destroy the American Indian cultures whenever and wherever possible. To speed up the assimilation process, the national government imposed European-style educational systems, particularly boarding schools that removed children from the rest of the tribe, to indoctrinate European values into the younger generations.  Efforts were also made to convert American Indians to Christianity, but were largely unsuccessful.  When assimilation and acculturation failed to work, eradication was seen as the only other viable option.

The first settlers coveted the rich, fertile Indian lands. Some attempted to live peacefully with the Indians and share in the abundance of natural resources available. Most, however, wanted to relocate the Indians to the West. As the population of the United States grew, the Indians were pushed farther and farther west. President Andrew Jackson, convinced the “Great American Desert” was useless, passed The Indian Removal Act of 1830. This legitimized the United States policy of relocation of the American Indians. The forced “Trail of Tears” by the Five Civilized Tribes to present-day Oklahoma is one of the bleakest chapters of American Indian and United States history. Even after the Supreme Court ruled in favor of American Indian land rights and their sovereign status as independent nations
, removals continued. The thirst for land continued with the coming of the railroads and the discovery of mineral deposits in territories previously ceded to Indian tribes.

The Indian Removal Act of 1830 was followed by numerous other successful attempts to forcibly acquire Indian land. The Dawes Severalty Act of 1887, the Curtis Act of 1898 (written by a Kaw tribal member himself), the Dead Indian Land Act of 1902, and the Burke Act of 1906, all added to the Federal government coffers. Although there were generally formal agreements in place between the tribes and the government for these lands, these agreements were often coerced and rarely were the conditions of the treaties carried out in good faith. 

Although these treaties were generally ignored by the federal government, they often extended citizenship to American Indians. By 1917, more than two-thirds (2/3) of all American Indians were citizens of the United States. It was not until the passage of the Synder Act of 1924 that suffrage was granted to all Indians, although the granting of the franchise still did not guarantee the right to vote.  

The great Shawnee leader Tecumseh, attempted to organize the eastern tribes in the early 1800’s. He was unsuccessful because of deep divisions both between and within the individual tribes. Even with the threat of extinction, American Indians were unable to band together for the common good. Over the past 100 years many movements have attempted to unite American Indians into a cohesive political, economic, and culture group. The goals of these groups have traditionally been focused on achieving the complete enforcement and compliance of the numerous treaties between the tribes and the federal government. Although the Bureau of Indian Affairs is delegated by Congress to administer the provisions of these treaties, American Indian groups have alleged numerous instances of mismanagement, corruption and incompetence by the Bureau. The list of groups that have tried to organize American Indians at the national level long, and includes: The Society of American Indians (SAI), National Congress of American Indians (NCAI), United American Indians (UNA), National Traditionalist Movement (NTM), Confederation of American Indian Nations (CAIN), National Tribal Chairman’s Association (NTCA) and the most active recently, the American Indian Movement (AIM).

The American Indian Movement began in Minneapolis as originally a response to mistreatment of Indians by “European-American” local police. Chippewas formed “Indian Patrols” to police the reservation and shadow local law enforcement while on the reservations. These patrols were successful in diminishing the amount of harassment and brutality in American Indian neighborhoods. George Mitchell and Dennis Banks, who had emerged as leaders of the patrol, decided to organize formally to protect migrating American Indians from ethnically selective law enforcement policies. (Olson, p.167). AIM, along with other groups began to monitor activities of the federal government and states, particularly any discussion of termination of treaties, tribes and tribal rights.

Motivated by threats of termination these groups turned to militancy to press their cases. The occupation of Alcatraz, the Trial of Broken Treaties, and occupation of Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters in Washington, DC were all examples of American Indian attempts to dramatize their demands for self-determination, tribal lands, and tribal identities. The movement came to national attention in 1973 at Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. The occupation of Wounded Knee by AIM activists culminated in the death of two FBI agents in 1973. The conviction of Leonard Peltier of these crimes galvanized public opinion over the American Indian issues. Peltier is considered a political prisoner by many and his personal plight has garnered worldwide attention. 

One of the many positive contributions of the AIM movement was the gradual adaptation of “Twenty Points Platform."  It is one of the first Indian proposals generated by Indians addressing their concerns. Starting with the Nixon Administration, a number of laws have been enacted to guarantee tribal sovereignty and rights. These attitudes have continued through the Clinton years. A restoration of sovereignty, examination of land rights and claims and a revitalization of culture dominate tribal concerns today. 

Sovereignty and Dual Citizenship.

When the Europeans arrived, American Indian communities were comprised of individual sovereign nations. The federal government treated these communities as individual states, and signed numerous treaties with them.  This unique relationship continues today. By accepting the treaties and land allotments, American Indians became American citizens. But, like formerly freed slaves, Indians suffered from the same “Jim Crow” laws that denied them access to the voting booth. Since the repeal of these disenfranchising laws in the 1950s and 1960s, American Indians have been allowed to participate in tribal, local, state, and federal elections.  Although all American Indians have access to this “dual citizenship" by law, most have decided not to engage in federal politics.

The acknowledgment of the various tribes as independent sovereign nations has been the cornerstone of Indian policy. As more and more treaties were signed, administration of the treaties came under the purview of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The Bureau of Indian Affairs works on an individual tribe by tribe basis, implementing the treaties and national Indian policy. American Indians enjoy dual, actually triple citizenship. They are members of their tribe, the United States and their individual states. This “triple citizenship” has caused a number of problems concerning jurisdictions and allegiances. State legislatures have found it necessary and advantageous to cooperate with the tribes, particularly in states with a substantial population or large land area. 

While tribes participate in programs along with federal and state agencies, the programs do not come completely under federal jurisdiction while on Indian land. It is this special relationship that has caused a “white backlash” in some areas. Some members of the white population who live near American Indian reservations feel that the special status of tribes gives reservation governments an unfair advantage.  While it is true that the sovereign status of the tribes gives them certain economic advantages over other communities
, it is clear that American Indians have not been given the financial, educational and political support insured by the original treaties. Although eligible for state and federal offices, most American Indians do not want to be assimilated into American culture and prefer to work politically within their tribe and for their tribal rights. The days of assimilation and acculturation have been replaced by an appreciation and support for tribal cultures and ways. 

But Where Are They?  Issues Of Measurement.


One of the largest barriers to the study of American Indian representation in government is the problem of measurement.  Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, accurate measures of the indigenous peoples of North America were unavailable.  For decades the United States Census Bureau did not differentiate between American Indians, Asians, or any of the other races included in the "other" category, and the Current Population Survey conducted by the Department of Labor did not recognize American Indians as a separate category until 1990. To compound this problem, American Indians are less likely to participate in governmental attempts to measure their population, often resulting in significant underestimates of American Indian population.  


The measurement problem is further compounded by the difficulty in defining who is an American Indian and who is not.  Although most tribes require that members be at least one-quarter American Indian to join, some tribes use a standard of one-half or one-eighth tribal heritage as the cutoff for membership.  The attempts by the federal government to move American Indian children into white homes to "civilize" them in the 19th and early 20th centuries further complicated this issue, as many of these "deported" children married into white bloodlines and never knew their true lineage.  The result is that there is no clear measure of the percentage of the population that is American Indian.


Another problem in measuring representation is that many American Indians denied their heritage for the purposes of gaining access to white society.  Many of the Jim Crow laws in the South treated American Indians as if they were African-Americans, and white society generally treated American Indians as ignorant brutes. While there is no clear evidence of elected officials denying their heritage to try and get elected, the history of American popular culture is replete with entertainers and sports figures who downplayed or denied their Indian lineage in order to perform in front of white audiences.


This measurement problem is also evident when looking at elected officials in government.  When Ben Nighthorse Campbell was elected as a representative (and later a senator) from Colorado in 1986, most of the major press outlets called him the first American Indian ever elected to Congress.  While it was true that it had been several decades since an American Indian had served in Congress, he was by no means the first.  For example, Benjamin Reifel served as a representative from South Dakota from 1960 to 1970, and Charles Curtis served as a representative and senator from Kansas in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  

Measuring Representation: The Issues


There are a variety of factors that impact the degree of representation garnered by American Indians in the United States.  Some of the issues are similar to those faced by other minorities, while others are factors that are unique to the American Indian population.  American Indian tribes, like most other minority groups, have lost representation through legislative gerrymandering and Jim Crow laws.  Similar to most other minorities, low voter turnout in state and national elections has also decreased the level of representation for most American Indians (Peterson, 1998).


There are, however, several issues that affect American Indian representation that are unique.  The long and often contentious relationship between the federal government (particularly the Bureau of Indian Affairs) and the American Indian population has been very influential in creating a culture of distrust among American Indians.  The numerous wars, relocations, broken treaties, and "civilization" attempts during the 19th and early 20th centuries bred a strong belief among most American Indians that the state and federal governments could not be trusted.  This situation was further exacerbated by the apathy, corruption, and appalling treatment most American Indians suffered at the hands of the Bureau for Indian Affairs throughout most of the 20th century.  

Since the emergence of the American Indian Movement in the 1960s, many American Indians have focused their efforts on tribal government rather than on state and federal representation.  The revitalization of the tribal governments and the new movement towards tribal sovereignty has breathed life into many dormant reservation governments, and many American Indians feel that the issues that affect them directly are best addressed at the tribal level.  


This move towards increased tribal involvement has been aided by the rapid expansion of American Indian gambling.  American Indian gambling has poured billions of dollars into the coffers of many tribes, and controlling how those funds are spent has become the primary political concern for many American Indian in the United States.  The tribal policy issues surrounding American Indian gambling money are numerous and complicated, but these issues also represent a clear opportunity for American Indians to control their own financial and political agendas, rather than depending on the largess of the federal and state authorities.


In many tribes, the combination of distrust towards the federal government and the re-emergence of tribal governance has altered the representation calculus.  While American Indians may not focus their efforts on gaining representation in state and national governments, they may well be satisfied with their level of representation through their control of their tribal destinies
.  

Representation At The National Level


In general, American Indians have achieved very little representation at the national level.  Only a handful of American Indians have ever served in either house of Congress, and few American Indians have ever served in the Cabinet or in the upper levels of the judiciary system.  Measurement issues clearly come into play here, as there may well be some members of Congress or the Cabinet that were American Indians and did not acknowledge their heritage.  


Historically, the highest office ever held by an American Indian was held by Senator Charles Curtis, an American Indian from Kansas who eventually served as Vice-President under President Herbert Hoover.  Other American Indians have served in either the House or Senate, but the numbers were always very small. Since 1960, a total of two American Indians have served in either chamber of the national legislature, Representative Reifel from South Dakota and Senator Nighthorse Campbell from Colorado.  For these officials, it is clear that they were elected despite being American Indian, rather than because they were American Indians.  Reifel and Curtis often downplayed their tribal ties in their campaigns, and even Nighthorse Campbell does not make his American Indian heritage the centerpiece of his campaigns
.


Table 1 shows a breakdown of the American Indian representation at the national level.  Clearly, American Indians are significantly underrepresented. This, of course, is typical of the lack of minority representation of any sort at the national level.

Table 1--Number of American Indian Members in the US Congress, 1960-2000.


American Indian Members
Total Members in Congress 
Percentage Of Seats Held by American Indians
American Indian Population Percentage

1960-70
1
535
0.19%
1.6%

1970-80
0
535
0.00%
1.4%

1980-90
0
535
0.00%
0.8%

1990-2000
1
535
0.19%
0.6%


In terms of non-elected (judicial and bureaucratic) appointments, the numbers are also extremely small.  With the exception of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which has moved to include more American Indian staff members over the past thirty years, American Indian representation at the higher echelons of the federal government has been miniscule.  

Representation At The State Level.


While representation of American Indians at the national level has been extremely weak, their level of representation at the state and local levels of government has been significantly higher.   This is driven by a variety of factors, but the most obvious one is the localization of American Indian populations.  The reservation system created by Congress and the Bureau of Indian Affairs concentrated American Indian populations in small geographic areas.  While these concentrations are often too small to affect the results of state-wide races for the national legislature, they are large enough to give American Indians an effective voice in state and local government.  Many reservations completely encompass one or more counties, making the tribal population the majority for county-level elections.  In addition, most state legislative districts are small enough that any individual reservation may be included in several districts.  When this occurs, it allows the reservation population to have a significant impact on the results of state legislative elections.


Not surprisingly, the states with the highest percentage of American Indians in state and local offices are also the states with the highest percentage of American Indians in the population.  The eight states with the highest percentage of American Indians account for 90% of all American Indian state legislators, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2--American Indian Representation In State Legislatures, 1992


Total Number of Legislators
Number of American Indian Legislators
Percentage of American Indian Legislators

Alaska
58
11
19.0%

Arizona
91
5
5.5%

Montana
150
4
2.7%

New Mexico
112
6
5.4%

North Carolina
170
1
0.6%

North Dakota
147
1
0.7%

Oklahoma
149
5
3.4%

South Dakota
105
3
2.9%

Colorado
100
1
1.0%

All States
7424
41
0.6%

What is interesting about these results is that the percentage of legislators (0.6%) is actually quite close to the overall American Indian population percentage (0.8%).  This seems to indicate that when American Indian populations are in a position to have a clear and positive impact on election outcomes, they take advantage of the opportunity.  

It is also worth noting that the level of representation in state legislatures does not vary significantly between the upper and lower chambers.  In 1992, American Indians accounted for 0.5% of all state house members and 0.6% of all state senators.  Tables 3 and 4 provide a more detailed breakdown of American Indian representation in the state houses and state senates.  

Table 3--American Indians in the State Houses, 1992


House Members
American Indian Members
Percentage

Of American Indian  House Members
American Indian Population Percentage

Alaska
38
6
15.8%
15.6%

Arizona
61
4
6.6%
5.6%

Montana
100
4
4.0%
6.0%

New Mexico
70
4
5.7%
8.9%

North Carolina
120
1
0.8%
1.2%

North Dakota
98
0
0.0%
4.1%

Oklahoma
101
3
3.0%
8.0%

South Dakota
70
2
2.9%
7.3%

Colorado
65
1
1.5%
8.3%

All States
5440
29
0.5%
0.8%

Table 4--American Indians in State Senates, 1992


Number of Senators
American Indian Senators
Percentage of American Indian Senators
American Indian Population Percentage

Alaska
20
5
25.0%
15.6%

Arizona
30
1
3.3%
5.6%

Montana
50
0
0.0%
6.0%

New Mexico
42
2
4.8%
8.9%

North Carolina
50
0
0.0%
1.2%

North Dakota
49
1
2.0%
4.1%

Oklahoma
48
2
4.2%
8.0%

South Dakota
35
1
2.9%
7.3%

Colorado
35
0
0.0%
8.3%

All States
1984
12
0.6%
0.8%

The evidence certainly indicates that American Indians can and do participate in the process at the state level.  By representing the needs of the tribal communities in the state legislatures, American Indian representatives and senators are able to move their agendas forward.  It is also possible, if not likely, that the gambling issue plays a significant role in American Indian involvement at the state level.  Since decisions on tribal gambling agreements are made between the tribal governments and the states, having tribal members within the legislature would be a logical method by which to improve the odds of an agreement.

Representation At The Local Level.


Like American Indian representation at the state level, it is clear that tribal members are far more involved in local politics compared to national politics.  Since local offices are generally city and county elections
, the geographic size of the electoral districts are even smaller than those for the state legislatures.  In many cases, these offices represent counties or portions of counties. Given that most reservations often include entire counties and reach into several, it should come as no surprise that the smaller district size affords American Indians even more opportunities to be represented.  Table 5 shows the breakdown of representation of American Indians in local governments in the ten states in which they have the most elected officials.

Table 5--American Indian Representation In Local Government, 1992


Elected Local Officials
American Indian Elected Local Officials
Percentage of American Indian Elected Local Officials
American Indian Population Percentage

Alaska
1674
603
36.0%
15.6%

Arizona
3050
83
2.7%
5.6%

Montana
4905
78
1.6%
6.0%

New Mexico
1981
30
1.5%
8.9%

North Carolina
5227
23
0.4%
1.2%

North Dakota
15277
38
0.2%
4.1%

Oklahoma
8627
371
4.3%
8.0%

South Dakota
9529
55
0.6%
7.3%

Colorado
8325
8
0.1%
8.3%

California
18699
54
0.3%
0.8%

All States
493,830
1800
0.4%
0.8%

Again, the evidence clearly shows that American Indians are willing to participate in the process when they believe they have an opportunity to influence the electoral outcomes.  Although most of the states in question have a lower percentage of local American Indian officials compared to the overall American Indian population, the state of Alaska stands out.  In Alaska, American Indians are actually significantly over-represented at the local level compared to the size of the population.  Although there are no clear explanations for this discrepancy, much of it may driven by the relatively friendly relations between the Alaskan Indians and the non-Indian populations.   

Trends and Conclusions.

In general, American Indians are still underrepresented in the political realm. While their levels of representation are improving at the state and local levels, American Indians have had little success gaining national representation.  This lack of national representation is likely a consequence of localized populations, dispersed interests, a lack of interest in national policy.  For most American Indians, the decisions made by the state and local governments are as important, if not more so, than those decisions made by the federal government.  As tribal economic development continues to rely more and more heavily on casino gambling, the decisions made by state legislatures become the decisions most carefully monitored.


We would be remiss if we did not briefly point out that the lack of representation for American Indians is driven, at least in part, by the low voter turnout among American Indian populations.  Although the reasons for low turnout among tribal members are still unclear, there are literally dozens of studies tracking the exceptionally low American Indian turnout in elections (Peterson, 1997 & Peterson, 1998).  Whether the new spark of gambling revenue will encourage tribal members to participate in the political process has yet to be seen.  Given that the revenue from gambling is both improving educational systems and the economic status of many American Indians, it seems likely that gambling may well improve participation among American Indians.  If that occurs, it will be a substantial step forward for American Indian representation.
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� For example, the federal government did not recognize American Indians as a separate category in the Current Population Study (the largest labor survey in the nation) until 1990.


�In Cherokee v. Georgia, Marshall spoke of Indians as in a “state of pupilage” and declared their relation to the United States “ resembles that of a ward to his guardian” and “look to our government for protection” (Prucha p. 14).


� Most reservation businesses are exempt from state and federal taxes, allowing them to sell cigarettes, for example, at much lower prices than the non-reservation businesses.  The issues surrounding legalized reservation gambling continue also continue to be a source of substantial controversy in many states.


� The lack of empirical research on American Indian political beliefs and tendencies is no more evident than when we try to judge how American Indians view their relationships with their tribal and other governmental institutions.  While these explanations appear to fit the current patterns of American Indian political activity, there is no concrete evidence to support or disprove these conjectures at this point in time.


� It is interesting to note that all three American Indian elected to Congress in this century were Republicans (Nighthorse Campbell was first elected as a Democrat and re-elected as a Republican) when most American Indian identify themselves as members of the Democratic party (Peterson, 1998).


� For all states with at least one American Indian legislator.  Several states with large American Indian populations had no representation in the state legislature.


� Local officials counted in this section include county governing commissions, school boards, city councils, mayors, and most other elected officers at the county/city level. 





